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LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
Welcome to deer hunting! This course should provide you with basic knowledge about deer 
hunting in Washington State and give you a general guide to be successful. It should also serve 
to help you in your hunting pursuits. 
 
In our Basic Hunter Education course, we teach students how to hunt safely. This course is 
designed to give you an overview ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƻŦ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŜǊ species and 
how to hunt them effectively. This guide will also help teach you about game handling, hunting 
equipment regulations and choices, correct shot placement, hunter reporting, and much more. 
These topics will help you become more knowledgeable as a hunter and make the animals you 
harvest become great table fare. 
 
One thing to remember when pursuing any animal is that it is called hunting for a reason. You 
may not be successful in harvesting an animal every day, or every season. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
enduring challenge and fun of hunting. Each season brings a new opportunity to hone your 
skills. To properly set your expectations, check the annual harvest statistics, which are posted 
on the WDFW website at http://wdfw.wa.gov/hunting/harvest.  
 
For most of us, hunting is about much more than a successful harvest. LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ 
afield bonding with family and friends, watching the sunrise over the mountains on a crisp fall 
morning, and having exciting stories to tell when you get home. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos by WDFW and Shari Brewer 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/hunting/harvest
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[ƛŎŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀƎ /ƘƻƛŎŜǎ 
WDFW offers many different licenses that allow you to deer in Washington. Unlike many other 
states, Washington offers species-specific big game licenses that include a transport tag in the 
cost of the license. This system allows you the flexibility to buy each species option individually, 
or receive discounts if you buy a bundled multi-species package (see below for an example of 
big game license packages). You can also receive a discount if you purchase your small game 
license and a big game license together. Remember that you will not receive the discount 
unless the license items are purchased at the same time. 
 
The licenses listed below are available for purchase by any hunter over-the-counter and give 
you the ability to hunt during the general hunting season.  
 
The general season big game license choices are as follows: 

¶ Deer, Elk, Bear, and Cougar License 

¶ Deer, Elk, Bear, and Cougar License W/discounted Small game 

¶ Deer and Elk License 

¶ Deer and Elk License W/discounted Small game license 

¶ Deer License 

¶ Deer License W/discounted Small game license 

¶ Elk License 

¶ Elk License W/discounted Small game license 

¶ Bear License 

¶ Bear License W/discounted Small game license 

¶ Cougar License 

¶ Cougar License W/discounted Small game license 
 
Big game licenses are issued based on species option, but transport tags are more specific. For 
deer, you must declare a weapon type (archery, muzzleloader, or modern firearm) to receive 
ȅƻǳǊ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ǘŀƎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ǘȅǇŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ōǳȅ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜόǎύΣ ȅƻǳ 
can choose to have your tag printed later, but make sure you get your tag before you hunt. 
 
Deer can be hunted with archery, muzzleloader, or modern firearm hunting equipment. The 
hunting seasons for deer are broken down by equipment choice. Making hunters choose their 
season and equipment helps prevent overcrowding during the hunting season. WDFW sets the 
season length based on harvest rates and seasonal animal surplus projections.  
 
A hunter who chooses archery can only use archery equipment during the archery season. 
Muzzleloader season tag holders can use archery or muzzleloader equipment during 
muzzleloader season. Those hunters who choose modern firearm can use archery, 
muzzleloader, or modern firearm equipment during the modern firearm season. Remember 
that you may only hunt in the season that matches your tag. 
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5ŜŜǊ {ǇŜŎƛŜǎ 
Washington State is home to four subspecies of deer. Of those four, hunters are able to hunt 
three, black-tailed, white-tailed, and mule deer. The fourth is the Columbian white-tailed deer, 
which is currently on the endangered species list.  
 

Black-tailed deer 
Successful hunting for black-tailed deer is 
primarily a function of the effort, focus, 
and energy that hunters put into the hunt. 
Black-tailed deer thrive in heavily 
vegetated habitats and are often 
nocturnal in nature. This means that 
successful black-tail hunters must be in 
position early in the morning and carefully 
hunt near sources of food and in secure 
cover.  
 
Black-tailed deer hunting is often best 
near the end of the general season, as 
conditions in the heavily vegetated west-
side improve for stalking and moving 

through the woods quietly. The best opportunity often occurs during the late buck hunt, when 
favorable stalking and weather conditions combine with the breeding season or rut. The most 
successful hunters study the area carefully and move very slowly, constantly searching for deer. 
Bucks travel more during the rut, when they cover large amounts of territory searching for does 
in estrus. This makes bucks more vulnerable as they spend less time hiding and are sometimes 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ άƻǇŜƴέ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΣ like clear-cuts and meadows.  
 
Here is a map of where you may expect to see these deer: 
 

 
 

Photo by Antony Sirgedas 
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Photo by Larry Smith 

¶ Species description 
o Black-tailed deer occur from the crest of the Cascades west to the Washington 

coast, preferring brushy, logged lands and coniferous forests. 
o The tail is broader and the backside of the tail is covered with dark brown hair 

that grades to black near the tip.  
o Adult black-tailed deer bucks weigh 140 to 200 pounds and adult does weigh 90 

to 130 pounds. 
o The antlers have a main beam that forks in adult bucks. 
o Dark colored belly 
o Grey to brown face 

¶ Shelter and range needs 
o Black-tailed deer normally reside within a one half to three square-mile area. In 

mountainous locations, they migrate to lower elevations for the winter. 
o Deer numbers differ among habitat types and the highest deer densities are 

associated with five to seven-year old clear cuts. These young tree stands 
provide large amounts of both cover and food.  

o Those areas with cover are more likely to contain deer for the majority of the 
day. 

¶ Hunting techniques 
o The traditional approaches to hunting black-tails include stand hunting or still-

hunting in high use areas (clear cuts, highly traveled trails, funnels, bedding areas 
etc.) until the deer show up.  
Á Sitting in a blind or tree stand can be a very effective way to hunt black-

tails 
o Hunt the edges 

Á Watch edges of tree lines and fields. Deer like to hug these areas for 
quick escapes and movement into cover. 

Á Spot and stalk can work when hunting large clear cuts. This technique is 
generally not an efficient way to hunt black-tails in areas with very thick 
undergrowth and brush.  
 

White-tailed deer 
White-tailed deer are generally found in the 
eastern third of Washington. Look for whitetails 
along stream drainages and in other areas with 
riparian vegetation or thick cover. Whitetails 
actively use edge habitats where denser cover 
abruptly transitions into more open meadows. 
Many white-tail hunters will wait patiently at a 
stand along an obvious game trail or the forest 
edge, often employing the use of a blind or tree 
stand. The majority of hunting success is near or 
adjacent to agricultural fields or recent forest 
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timber harvest areas where deer are present and much more visible than in adjacent habitats. 
However, deer typically use these more open areas at night, dawn, and dusk, especially if they 
have been disturbed by human presence. Therefore, it is advantageous for hunters to seek out 
areas some distance away from these openings, where there is more cover available, since the 
deer are spending more time there. If a hunter is seeing large amounts of deer sign in an area, 
then odds are those deer are not far away. White-tailed deer densities are highest along the 
valleys and foothill benches bordering valleys in the farm-forest mosaic. These areas are highly 
productive both in crops and deer production.  
 
Here is a map of the white-ǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŘŜŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΦ  
 

 
 

¶ Species description 
o White-tailed deer coats are often reddish tan in summer and brownish gray in 

winter. They get their name from their broad, 10 to 11 inch-long tail. When 
alarmed, white-tailed deer raise their tail, displaying the white underside.  

o Adult white-tailed bucks weigh 150 to 200 pounds and adult does weigh at 110 
to 140 pounds. 

o Antlers have one main beam with tines extending vertically in most cases.  
o White facial markings 
o Light colored belly 

¶ Shelter and range needs  
o White-tailed deer are found across a wide variety of landscapes in eastern 

Washington, from low land riparian areas along water courses to high elevations 
in the mountains.  

o The highest densities are associated with agricultural lands at lower elevations. 
Whitetails are present near populated areas. 

o White-tailed deer home ranges vary considerably in size in eastern Washington. 
Some annual home ranges are relatively small (three square miles) or quite large 
in seasonal migratory white-tail populations. 
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¶ Hunting techniques 
o The traditional approaches to hunting whitetails include stand hunting or still 

hunting in high use areas (e.g., clear cuts, highly traveled trails, funnels, and 
bedding areas)  
Á Sitting in a blind or tree stand is a very effective way to hunt white-tails 

o Rattle and grunt calls to simulate two bucks fighting over a doe is more common 
with mid-western and eastern white-tailed states, but can be effective here as 
well, especially in the days leading up to the rut (deer breeding season) in mid-
November. 

o Hunt the edges 
Á Watch edges of tree lines and fields. Deer like to hug these areas for 

quick escapes and movement into cover. 
Á Spot and stalk can be an efficient way to hunt white-tails where the 

habitat is more open. 
 

Mule deer 
Mule deer are present across most of eastern 
Washington. Mule deer populations in eastern 
Washington exhibit a variety of seasonal movement 
patterns, with migratory herds moving up to 50 
straight line miles between summer and winter 
ranges to resident animals with annual home ranges 
similar in size to resident white-tail populations. 
Migratory mule deer are often at high elevations in 
remote locations as long as succulent vegetation is 
available. Although mule deer will use a variety of 
habitat types, they will often forage well into fairly 
open environments, particularly at dawn and dusk. As 
a result, they can often be glassed and stalked from 
considerable distance. A typical hillside of mule deer 
habitat in the Cascades over the growing season and 
through the fall will change from bright green in the 
spring and summer to light green or yellow, to 
orange, to red, to brown, then to bare branches. 
While we see changes in color, mule deer are 

perceiving changes in forage quality. The summer forage that supports deer and gives them the 
opportunity to produce young and grow antlers does not retain its high quality all year. As it 
changes, so do the habitats that deer occupy. Even large expanses of sagebrush can give deer 
the security they need. In the broken coulee country, topography becomes security and riparian 
vegetation provides food resources. Deer in these areas often become experts at living in small, 
secure habitat pockets where they meet their needs and avoid hunters. 
 
 

Photo by Susan Jensen 
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Mule deer hunters can expect to find mule deer in the following areas: 
 

 
 

¶ Species description  
o During the summer, mule deer coats are often reddish-tan to light brown. During 

winter, they are a salt-and-pepper gray.  
o They have large, dark-edged ears, from whence they derive their name.  
o The seven to eight inch ropelike tail of a mule deer is white, except for a black 

tip.  
o Adult mule deer bucks weigh up to 250 pounds and adult does weigh 110 to 200 

pounds. 
o The antlers have a main beam that forks 
o Face is greyish in color 
o Darker colored belly 

¶ Shelter and range needs  
o They occur in eastern Washington at all elevations.  
o Mule deer generally move long distances during spring and fall migrations to 

avoid mountain snow. Mule deer summering in the Cascades migrate as far as 50 
miles to reach adequate winter range. 

¶ Hunting techniques 
o The classical western method of hunting mule deer is called spot and stalk. Here 

the hunter uses good optics, binoculars, and spotting scopes to scan from ridge 
tops and other vantage points to find the mule deer, pick out suitable bucks, and 
then stalk them to within shooting distance. Ordinarily the stalk entails a 
strategic hike and cautious sneak action.  

o Some mule deer hunters employ stand or still hunting techniques 
o Hunt the edges 

Á Watch edges of tree lines and fields. Deer like to hug these areas for 
quick escapes and movement into cover. 
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Columbian white-tailed deer 
The Columbian white-tailed deer 
shares portions of its range with the 
black-tailed deer in western 
Washington. When hunting in those 
areas, be sure of your target. To the 
right is a map of the Columbian 
white-tailed deer range. 
 
The Columbian white-tailed deer is a 
federally and state listed endangered 
species and cannot be hunted, so is 
not discussed in depth in this booklet. 
To learn more about the Columbian 
white-tailed deer, see https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/species/odocoileus-virginianus-
leucurus.  
 

5ŜŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻƻƭ 
.Ŝƭƻǿ ƛǎ ŀ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŜǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΦ This should help hunters to 
quickly identify deer. The tails will help identify the species of deer when they are a doe or a 
two point buck. Make sure to clearly identify if a deer is legal before harvesting. 
 

 
 

DŜƴŜǊŀƭ 5ŜŜǊ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 
Deer are creatures of habit, so knowledge of deer habits and movement patterns are valuable 
to hunters in finding deer during different times of the day and season. Deer are most active 
during the early morning and late afternoon-evening.  
 

https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/species/odocoileus-virginianus-leucurus
https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/species/odocoileus-virginianus-leucurus















































